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According to the National Restaurant Association, there are more than 1 million restaurants 
operating in the United States, employing nearly 16 million people. 

And each day, the public puts their trust into the hands of those 16 million people. For our 
business to work, the public must inherently trust that those of us in the restaurant business are 
taking the actions needed to ensure the safety of the food we serve them. 

It is not as easy as it sounds. It takes a commitment at all levels of the organization. It requires 
implementing process and procedure and being unflinching in the resolve to uphold them.  
It means measuring outcomes and putting in the work to implement change where and when  
it is needed. 

Ensuring food safety never rests. 

This is why we must celebrate those organizations that do food safety well. For the second 
annual Excellence in Food Safety Award, we worked alongside Steritech, North America’s leader 
in helping restaurants develop comprehensive programs that mitigate food safety risk, drive 
operational consistency, and accelerate growth. 

The selection process began with a nomination survey in which brands could be nominated by a 
brand representative, franchisee, employee, vendor, customer, etc. for excellence in food safety. 
Nominees were asked to provide information about their food safety culture, policies, practices, 
and innovations. 

Executive Summary

EXCELLENCE IN  
FOOD SAFETY AWARD

By Cherryh Cansler
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A third-party marketing consultancy and 
research firm then conducted an independent 
assessment of the nominations to determine 
how they aligned with foundational food safety  
behaviors laid out in Steritech’s 7 Pillars  
of Food Safety Excellence:

1. Senior Leadership Commitment  
and Engagement

2. Food Safety Communications

3. Defined Standards & Procedures

4. Training

5. KPIs / Scorecard

6. Oversight Program

7. Positive Recognition

Based on this assessment, a group of semi-finalists was selected. The consultancy group  
then conducted in-depth interviews with these semi-finalists to determine the overall winners. 

The three selected winners demonstrate that with the right mindset and focus, organizations  
of every size can successfully create dynamic food safety cultures that put customer safety  
above all else. 

The restaurant depends on it.
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Steritech’s 
7 Pillars of Food 
Safety Excellence
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STERITECH’S 
7 Pillars of Food 
Safety Excellence
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Food Safety Communications

Defined Standards & Procedures

Training

KPIs / Scorecard

Oversight Program

Positive Recognition

Senior Leadership Commitment & Engagement1
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Food safety is often approached as a set of tasks to perform repeatedly - such as taking 
temperatures, tracking cook times and recording information into log books. It’s also often seen 
as a checklist of processes for things like food storage and labeling, diluting sanitizer into a 
bucket of water, cleaning food contact surfaces, and, of course, handwashing.

Yet, despite how well these protocols are defined, many organizations still struggle to achieve 
effective food safety results. 

The fact of the matter is, food safety management systems are only effective if an organization 
develops a culture that understands and embraces food safety. In other words, food safety 
excellence can only be achieved when your organization sees food safety as core to its values, 
not just as a set of tasks and procedures that get audited from time to time. 

Based on more than 25 years of experience, Steritech has defined these 7 pillars that serve as 
the foundational philosophy for an organization looking to achieve excellence in food safety, as 
well as some of the top best practices for each.

1.  Senior Leadership Commitment and Engagement 
Signals the expectation that food safety is a core competency for the brand and sets the 
foundations for building a robust food safety culture.

Best practices: 

• Include food safety as part of the brand’s mission statement. 

• Have senior leadership engaged in the overall food safety program. 

• Include food safety performance as part of location-level, regional, and overall brand 
performance measurements.
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2.  Food Safety Communications 
Consistent ongoing messaging and multi-directional communication keeps food safety  
top-of-mind and reinforces expectations.

Best practices: 

• Communicate about food safety to employees at all levels through a mix  
of corporate communication channels at frequent and regular intervals.

• Ensure managers demonstrate the same food safety practices expected  
of team members. 

• Display reminders of proper food safety procedures in the most relevant areas. 

3.  Defined Standards & Procedures 
Establishes the right way to operate and provides the foundation for consistency  
across multiple locations.

Best practices: 

• Define standards and procedures for handling and preparing specific food products. 

• Assign individual team members accountability for specific food safety tasks.

• Develop defined responses for results from food safety programs.

• Evaluate and update food safety standard operating procedures and training  
programs at least every two years.
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4.  Training 
Provides not only an understanding of food safety operating fundamentals but also supplies 
context so that colleagues appreciate potential harmful consequences of unsafe food.

Best practices: 

• Develop a corporate program to train employees on the defined standards and procedures 
that demonstrate both how things should be done and the importance of doing it that way.

• Ensure person-in-charge at all times is a Certified Food Protection Manager.

• Ensure all food handlers complete a basic food safety training program.

• Retrain food handlers at regular intervals.

• Track training completion rates.

5.  KPIs / Scorecard 
Leverages the principle that what gets measured gets done. Focuses your organization on the  
most important food safety metrics, and ensures broad visibility of performance and risks.

Best practices: 

• Set measurable and achievable food safety goals.

• Track and publish food safety metrics including assessment scores,  
health department inspection scores, and self-assessment scores.

• Prioritize the most critical food safety items on your scorecard:  

   - First Priority items

  -  Repeat scored line items

  -  Repeat failed locations

  -  Pest findings

6.  Oversight Program 

Monitors, tracks and analyzes performance to inform continuous improvement of food safety 
management systems, identify root causes of risks, and enable timely resolutions to protect 
customers as well as brand reputation.

Best practices: 

• Partner with an objective third-party to perform food safety assessments. 

• Evaluate both observed food safety standards and employees’ food safety knowledge 
during assessments.

• Accurately monitor, report on, and analyze data from food safety assessments measured 
against the set KPIs/scorecard.

• Execute Closed Loop Corrective Action Processes.
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7.  Positive Recognition 
Rewards the right behaviors and establishes what’s important as a cultural value  
of the organization. (Not just penalizing consequences).

Best practices: 

• Dedicate an award specific to food safety as part of your annual awards program. 

• Recognize locations that achieve high performance on food safety assessments  
at regular intervals (weekly, monthly, quarterly, annually). 

• Provide routine public praise for team members who exhibit proper food safety behaviors.

• Include food safety performance as part of the employee review program at  
all employee levels. 
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WINNER: Fazoli’s

Iconic upscale fast casual brand Fazoli’s opened in 
1988. Since that time, the brand has seen incredible 
transformation, while still retaining its family Italian 
heritage. It has also maintained a diligent focus on 
food safety.

With a deep senior leader commitment, the brand takes food safety seriously. From its Noodle 
University online training system to paying for chain-wide Hepatitis A vaccinations and paid time 
off during a nationwide outbreak in 2018 and 2019, the brand consistently invests in promoting 
and placing value on food safety. 

Every location has a full complement of tools to remind employees of food safety at every turn –  
a custom food-labeling system and in-location printers; color-coded small wares for cooked, raw, 
and allergen items; charts to remind employees how to handle raw ingredients; daily, weekly, and 
monthly checklists; and TV monitors installed in back-of-house for important communication and 
food safety reminders, among other tools. 

Excellence in
FOOD SAFETY
AWARD WINNERS



12© 2020 Networld Media Group | Sponsored by Steritech

Fazoli’s has a strong focus on ingredient safety. It’s QA/Supply Team meet weekly to review the  
top 12 items used in its stores so it can quickly zero in on any quality issues. The chain also has  
a robust process for following up on recalled items with distributors. 

Most importantly, the brand never forgets to have a little fun. Each year, the chain awards a 
Restaurant of the Year and Manager of the Year award, both for company-owned and franchised 
locations. Winners are selected on a range of key performance indicators (KPIs), including food 
safety metrics, and earn trips and cash prizes. In addition, the chain holds team food safety 
competitions throughout the year. The highlight for many associates? An annual equipment-
cleaning contest where the winning restaurant gets the chain’s Director of Operations to work  
as a dishwasher on a busy Friday night. 

HONORABLE MENTION:  Chipotle 
Chipotle is a brand on a mission to become a model in food safety. 
After a series of foodborne illness outbreaks, the brand took definitive 
action to demonstrate that when it comes to food safety, there’s no 
room for error. 

It starts at the top, with the CEO’s town hall meetings, where food safety is the lead subject.  
To provide the latest intel and trending, the senior management put together a “blue-chip Food 
Safety Advisory Council,” a veritable who’s who in food safety, including former FDA, USDA,  
and CDC leaders.

In its 2,600 restaurants, Chipotle implements quarterly training for over 83,000 crew members, 
arming them with pocket guides for quick reference. The company prides itself on its culinary 
training techniques, which teach prep skills for specific ingredients to help reduce the number  
of people handling food items (and the chance for error). Weekly communications and on-site 
meetings offer friendly food safety reminders throughout the year. For total transparency, there’s  
a hotline that employees can call to anonymously report food safety issues in restaurants. 

Because of its focus on fresh ingredients, Chipotle has put a priority on ingredient traceability, 
with each case of ingredients coded and then scanned as it comes into a restaurant. 

Program oversight includes weekly self-audits at location level, monthly audits by field leaders, 
and quarterly unannounced third-party audits. The company also reports the results of these 
audits back to its Board and its Food Safety Council. 

Restaurants are celebrated when they score a 100% on audits, and at company leadership 
conferences, food safety awards are presented. It even extends the food safety accolades to its 
supply chain partners to ensure that the entire Chipotle ecosystem knows the importance of food 
safety for the brand. 
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HONORABLE MENTION:  Five Guys 
“Everyone at Five Guys is responsible for food safety,” read the nomination for Five Guys. 

For the second year in a row, this rapidly-growing fast casual brand takes home an Excellence in 
Food Safety Award, for good reason: the chain’s food safety culture is palpable whether you’re 
talking to a restaurant associate or the company’s founder, Jerry Morrell. 

Five Guys has three KPIs that it aggressively measures, known as the three pillars of internal 
measurement, one of which is food safety. Senior management receives a weekly report 
of restaurant food safety results and individual leaders are in the restaurants each week, 
demonstrating and reinforcing the importance of food safety. 

Employees go through regular training on their online platform, Five Guys University, which 
includes a significant food safety section, packed with short, visual learning aids that help 
employees remember important messages. 

The chain measures its locations’ performance with a quarterly third-party assessment program 
that evaluates adherence to key food safety and operational standards. 

Five Guys has capitalized on its vendor relationships to introduce new innovations. It already 
leverages electronic monitoring for temperature logs, but saw potential in the platform for 
distributing broader food safety messaging to its team, developing new applications for the 
technology with its vendor. It’s also currently working with its chemical vendor on a bluetooth 
dispensing beta test. 

The 1,600 unit chain will also soon roll out a mobile app for employees that will include sections 
focused on food safety so that employees can learn on the go and that will allow the brand to 
serve up fresh food safety content on a regular basis. 

And there’s a big payoff for the restaurants. Restaurants that lead in food safety get compensated 
with bonuses of $15- $20K per quarter, which managers are encouraged to distribute among 
their teams. 
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Prior to the coronavirus outbreak, food safety was considered table stakes for the restaurant 
industry - an underlying standard customers expected but didn’t cognizantly prioritize as a top 
consideration when making the decision about where to dine.

The COVID-19 pandemic has flipped this on its head, putting food safety, and overall guest and 
employee safety, in the spotlight. While COVID-19 is not a foodborne illness, the foodservice 
industry’s status at the top of the essential services model has escalated health and safety as a 
priority factor for customers when selecting where they will eat. 

Consumers are worried - even with new pickup and delivery models in place, customers wonder: 
Will I come face-to-face with an ill employee at my vehicle window? How many other customers 
came into contact with my food order as it waited at the assigned pickup counter? What safety 
precautions were taken by my delivery driver when transporting my food? What if the person who 
prepared my food was ill? 

SPECIAL FEATURE:
Restaurant food safety  
in the time of Coronavirus

By Doug Sutton 
President, Steritech
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While many fast casual models are designed with open kitchens that allow customers to see their 
food being prepared, this level of transparency has been revoked as restaurants have closed 
down dining rooms in favor of drive-thru and curbside pickup. The changes have limited consumer 
visibility into what is happening behind restaurants’ closed doors where even regulators have 
scaled back health inspections. 

As dining rooms open up, restaurant operations will still be far from business as usual. In a 
Qualtrics survey published on April 30, 68 percent of those surveyed said they would feel 
uncomfortable eating at a restaurant currently, with 42 percent reporting they wouldn’t feel 
comfortable eating at a restaurant until September 1 or later. 

With hesitancy among customers to return, restaurants will be left to juggle the delivery and 
curbside takeout that customers have come to expect, while also working to coax guests back to 
their dining rooms - now with renewed accessibility and visibility into their stores. Under the glare 
of customers who have gained a heightened awareness about general health and safety practices, 
restaurants will be expected to flawlessly execute on standard food safety requirements, while 
introducing a whole new set of COVID-19 protocols to ensure employee and customer safety. 

Capacity limits, social distancing measures, table spacing, and proper use of PPE will all be 
among the expectations from customers at any restaurant type. But all eyes will be on fast casual 
- many featuring customer-facing assembly lines for build-your-own orders - where customers can 
openly assess their comfort level with the restaurant’s adherence to safety practices. 

Are there too many people working the line? Are processes in place to keep guests who are 
waiting in line at an appropriate distance from one another? From those who are dining in? Those 
who are picking up takeout or delivery orders? 

How is food that would typically be left open on the line being protected? Are people congregating 
at beverage machines, or condiment and silverware stations? 

*https://www.qualtrics.com/blog/covid-19-back-to-work/

A good customer experience in the time of Coronavirus is a safe 
experience. 

While guests may be willing to wait in line a little longer or forgive that their server’s friendly smile is 
hidden by a protective mask, customers won’t return if they feel their safety is compromised.

In observing 56 locations of a major retailer across 18 states between April 16 - April 20 from a 
consumer perspective, Specialists at Steritech found that only 64 percent of cashiers wore masks 
on the job, and only 46 percent of employees observed were practicing social distancing. When 
it comes to dining in, customers likely won’t be very forgiving if similar company protocols aren’t 
being established and enforced. 

It’s imperative for your business going forward to ensure that safety procedures have been 
thoughtfully created, implemented and are being executed across your locations. Visual cues like 

https://www.qualtrics.com/blog/covid-19-back-to-work/
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proper glove use, use of disinfectant, and maintenance of proper social distancing measures all 
serve to demonstrate your commitment to safety to employees and customers, reinforcing their 
comfort in helping you get back to business by giving you their business. 

Steritech, the leading provider in food safety and operational assessments, has honed over 30 
years of industry experience designed to support restaurants and brands navigate these types 
of challenges. We have actively developed new services to support our partners in the restaurant 
industry to navigate the numerous operational challenges in response to COVID-19. 

New COVID-19 services

• COVID-19 Protocol Checks to help ensure your restaurant locations are 
following your required safety practices and protocols, giving customers  
the peace of mind they need to come back to your business. 

• Critical Food Safety Checks, with in-person and virtual support options,  
to help you maintain the top priority food safety requirements

• Disinfection Service, offered in partnership with our parent company, 
Rentokil North America, to help your restaurants achieve an enhanced  
level of hygiene

For more information, visit steritech.com.

http://visit steritech.com
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About our Sponsor

For nearly 30 years, Steritech has been an industry leader and pioneer providing auditing and consulting 
solutions that mitigate risks, drive operational consistency, and help businesses accelerate growth.

With roots in the foodservice industry, Steritech has significant expertise in providing food safety and  
operational assessments to the restaurant, grocery and supermarket, convenience store, hotel and lodging,  
and retail store industries. 

During the COVID-19 pandemic, Steritech is offering efficient, modified options to help foodservice operators 
maintain food safety and mitigate risk, as well as new specialized services, such as COVID-19 Protocol  
Checks, focused on protecting your customers and employees from the further spread of Coronavirus.

Visit Steritech.com to learn about new options to support you through this crisis.

Steritech is part of Rentokil, a global leading business services company, operating globally in over  
70 countries with the mission to protect people and enhance lives.


